Learning opportunities : a partnership, connecting learning with projects by Rasmussen, Gary N. & Dewing, Sonya
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Rasmussen, Gary N. & Dewing, Sonya (2012) Learning opportunities : a
partnership, connecting learning with projects. In Tertiary Education Man-
agement Conference, 16 - 19 September 2012, Adelaide Convention Cen-
tre, Adelaide SA. (Unpublished)
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/61727/
c© Copyright 2013 The Authors
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
Proceedings of the 2012 TEMC Conference, Adelaide, South Australia, Copyright © Gary Rasmussen; Sonya 
Dewing, 2012 
LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 
A PARTNERSHIP, CONNECTING LEARNING WITH PROJECTS 
 
Gary N Rasmussen 
Queensland University of Technology 
g.rasmussen@qut.edu.au 
 
Sonya Dewing, Leighton Contractors Pty Ltd 
sonya.dewing@leicon.com.au 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Major construction projects undertaken on university campuses are an ideal opportunity to 
connect learners in related disciplines to the real thing. How often do universities take that 
opportunity, make the connection and value add to projects being carried out? Discussion 
with students and academic staff will consistently generate enthusiasm for creating learning 
activities and resources related to projects. Some typical disciplines are project management, 
all fields of engineering, architecture, interior design and information technology. Some other 
areas that may not at first seem obvious are business, marketing, communication and public 
relations. The authors provide a case study based on the new Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT) Science and Engineering Centre project of how the partnership between 
QUT and Leighton Contractors, the managing contractor, has delivered excellent learning 
opportunities through the design and construction phases of the Science and Engineering 
Centre project. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The importance of linking learning to real world context and experience is well recognised. 
According to Webb, Dawes and Prasanna (2011, p.1), ‘It is essential to create authentic 
design experiences for engineering and spatial science students that simulate the demands of 
real professional practice.’ This can be extended to all applied areas where theory and 
practice are joined in professional endeavour. Site visits for engineering and construction 
technology students are identified as essential, however, they are difficult if not impossible to 
organise (Wilkins, 2000). Learning experiences that provide real world context such as that 
reported by Sattineni and Williams (2008) of ‘electronic field trips’ are an example of efforts 
to address this challenge.  Discussion with students and academic staff consistently generate 
enthusiasm for creating learning activities and resources related to projects. Some typical 
disciplines are project management, all fields of engineering, architecture, interior design and 
information technology. Some other areas that may not at first seem obvious are business, 
marketing, communication and public relations. 
 
While connecting construction projects with university students and staff benefits learning 
and research it is also beneficial for partner companies in meeting their needs. 
The Learning with Leighton Contactors programme has delivered some significant benefits to 
both the Science and Engineering Centre project team as well as Leighton Contractors 
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business as a whole. Importantly, through this programme the partnership between QUT and 
Leighton Contractors has strengthened and developed during the project.  
 
‘Enduring business relationships’ are core to Leighton Contractors’ business and this 
programme is a true example that demonstrates these values on a project (Leighton 
Contractors, 2009). The programme has been showcased through business updates, company 
publications and also in bids to win future work.  
 
Aiming to actively engage with the university community has highlighted the importance of 
community engagement on building projects. Project team members have gained a better 
understanding of the value in good client relationships and the positive outcomes from 
effective community engagement. The team has also been able to impart their knowledge and 
skills to QUT students, our future construction industry professionals and leaders. 
 
The programme highlights the commitment of Leighton Contractors to give back to the 
communities in which they operate so filling corporate social responsibilities. A strong 
industry and tertiary partnership provides long term opportunities after the construction 
project is complete. 
 
Construction of the new $230m Science and Engineering Centre on QUT’s inner city campus 
has provided an excellent opportunity to connect learners (students and staff) with real 
experiences and industry context operation. While major construction projects undertaken on 
university campuses present ideal opportunities for learning how often is the connection 
made and this value from projects realised? 
 
This paper provides a case study based on the new QUT Science and Engineering Centre  
project of how the partnership between QUT and Leighton Contractors, the managing 
contractor, has delivered excellent learning opportunities through the design and construction 
phases of the project. 
 
Initiatives of this type do not flow naturally as a part of normal business operation for any of 
the major partners involved. The focus for the university facilities management section is 
managing a large complex project from design to commissioning while the contractor must 
deliver the built form. Delivering learning opportunities is not business as usual for either and 
in fact, while teaching units (the faculties) have learning as their core business they have not 
traditionally been able to realise the significant benefit of having a major construction project 
in their backyard.  
 
To address this challenge and make it ‘business as usual’ both QUT and Leighton Contractors 
assigned appropriate resources and key personnel to guarantee success. QUT Facilities 
Management appointed a person to the project to undertake this as a apart of a stakeholder 
and communications role. Furthermore, Leighton Contractors ensured their stakeholder and 
community relations manager was fully engaged to make the connections and integrate the 
activity.  
 
Communications and marketing publications produced by QUT describe the project in the 
following way:  
 
The new $230m Science and Engineering Centre on Gardens Point campus is at the heart of 
QUT’s vision to help solve global problems. The centre will thrust the university to the 
forefront of teaching and research in the critical areas of science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics. 
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This landmark project will be: 
• a hub for innovative teaching and learning 
• a catalyst for relevant collaborative research 
• an exciting meeting place 
• a model for sustainable building practices. 
(Queensland University of Technology, 2011, p. 1) 
 
The finished project  will embody all of the stated aspects of the vision and additionally, 
during the design and construction phase, has been explicitly used for designed learning 
opportunities in a partnership model. 
 
When tendering for a managing contractor, QUT included a requirement for value-add in 
relation to providing structured opportunities for joint learning outcomes from the project. 
The Learning with Leighton Contractors programme was set up within the project to achieve 
the identified value-add. It was visioned, scoped and delivered successfully by a team from 
QUT and Leighton Contractors and long term partnership opportunities are being explored. 
With long term partnerships being developed, it is envisaged that the strong connection made 
between tertiary and industry during this project will continue well into the future. 
 
 
THE PROGRAMME 
 
Programme overview 
The Learning with Leighton Contractors programme is a unique engagement strategy 
developed in joint venture with QUT and Leighton Contractors on the Science and 
Engineering Centre project. Since late 2010, the Learning with Leighton Contractors 
programme has been delivered through a targeted stakeholder engagement strategy. 
 
It was recognised that the engagement outcomes generated by the design and construction 
phase would be a key factor in determining the success of the project as perceived by some 
stakeholders. Therefore, both partners acknowledged the necessity to consult with key 
stakeholders from different faculties to ensure they had an opportunity to influence the 
engagement outcomes. Equally important was to ensure both partners did not over-commit to 
initiatives that were unachievable or destined to fail. 
 
Aim of the programme 
The programme aimed to actively engage with the university community during the design 
and construction phases of the Science and Engineering Centre project; provide ‘real world’ 
experiences; and develop learning outcomes for QUT staff and students. 
 
Criteria for success 
Criteria were developed to ensure the programme met the aim including acceptance, 
commitment and ownership by QUT and Leighton Contractors, appropriate resource 
allocation and expedient decision making to enable planning and implementation of 
recommendations. 
 
Methodology 
In June 2010 an external facilitator was engaged to coordinate a workshop with stakeholders. 
The workshop provided a mechanism to consult with a range of representatives and 
brainstorm potential engagement and learning opportunities. Prior to the workshop the 
representatives prepared a pre-thinking worksheet to assist in gathering ideas from their 
colleagues. 
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A select group of representatives reviewed the workshop outputs and agreed on a range of 
recommendations that were proposed to key decision-makers.  
 
The recommendations were classified into three categories:  
• QUT opportunities – initiatives within the decision-making capability of QUT 
management only; 
• project specific opportunities – initiatives jointly achievable by QUT and Leighton 
Contractors during the life of the construction phase of the project;  
• legacy opportunities – initiatives jointly achievable by QUT and Leighton Contractors 
that have the potential to extend beyond the construction phase of the project. 
 
The Learning with Leighton Contractors programme targeted a range of internal and external 
stakeholders in order to successfully deliver programme goals and objectives. These are 
detailed in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Stakeholder engagement 
Target Stakeholders Relevance 
Internal Target Stakeholders 
Primary 
Learning with Leighton Contractors Working Group – 
consisting of four key personnel including QUT 
Stakeholder and Communications Manager, QUT 
Teaching and Learning Advisor, Leighton Contractors 
Stakeholder and Community Relations Manager, 
Leighton Contractors Northern Region Training 
Coordinator. 
This group ‘drove’ the programme from 
infancy through to future opportunities 
Learning with Leighton Contractors Approval Group Key decision makers 
Leighton Contractors Science and Engineering Centre 
project team 
Actively involved in delivering the various 
elements of the programme 
QUT staff and students Benefit from programme 
QUT Learning Potential Fund Benefit from programme 
Secondary 
Leighton Contractors corporate office Involved in delivering particular elements of 
the programme 
Science and Engineering Centre project consultants  
 
Involved in delivering certain aspects of the 
programme 
External Target Stakeholders 
These stakeholders were only engaged for certain aspects of the programme. 
Media Used to promote the programme to both the 
QUT community and broader public 
Other tertiary institutions through the Tertiary 
Education Management Conference programme paper 
and presentation 
Opportunity to share programme with other 
tertiary institutions who may consider 
similar programmes 
High school students involved in QUT events 
supported by the programme 
 
Promoting the engineering and construction 
industry to high school students 
National Association of Women in Construction  Programme is supportive of women in 
construction 
Indigenous community through QUT Equity Services 
and widening participation 
Links to QUT and Leighton Contractors’ 
commitment to increasing Indigenous 
participation in their operations. 
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Major elements 
A wide range of activities and opportunities over the past two years have included: 
• guest lectures delivered by Leighton Contractors personnel and consultants; 
• undergraduate internships for two QUT students for 12 months; 
• professional development through courses provided to QUT staff and students; 
• educational resources development; 
• site tours; 
• Leighton Contractors support campus events and the QUT Learning Potential Fund. 
 
Guest lectures  
Leighton Contractors personnel and consultants delivered 22 guest lectures. Successfully 
achieving a positive outcome for this activity required that both QUT academics and 
Leighton Contractors staff realised the associated benefits and aims of the programme and 
collaborated to ensure best fit. 
 
QUT academic staff were offered opportunity to participate through a request for expression 
of interest. The request detailed the programme and aimed to target a wide range of 
disciplines and course units. Participating academic staff  were encouraged to share their 
experiences with colleagues that generated additional interest in the programme. 
 
The guest lectures covered a range of topics from construction methodology and design 
through to managing safety and environment on site. The course units involved a cohort of 
students from first year undergraduates to postgraduate masters students. Initially Leighton 
Contractors committed to 12 lectures over the course of the project, however, due to the 
success of their delivery, ten more lectures were delivered.  
 
In addition to guest lectures, the authors delivered a Client Brief on the Science and 
Engineering Centre project to final year public relations students. The students developed and 
presented their pitch to QUT and Leighton Contractors public relations staff as part of a 
major assessment within their curriculum. 
 
Undergraduate internships 
Two QUT undergraduate students were employed by Leighton Contractors on a 12 month 
internship. The positions were advertised and a detailed selection process took place to find 
suitable candidates. The internships provided the students with valuable practical experience 
to complement and enhance the theory learnt in the classroom. It also delivered benefit to the 
project team in allowing Leighton Contractors graduate and site engineers a chance to 
develop leadership skills in managing undergraduates on the project. 
 
Additionally, this brought about an influx of graduate enrolments into the Leighton 
Contractors Northern Construction Graduate Rotation Programme for 2012. The graduate 
programme was promoted in guest lectures and a high standard of applications from QUT 
students were received upon their graduation last year. One of the students who worked on 
the project team as an undergraduate intern was a successful candidate and is completing his 
first rotation on the Science and Engineering Centre project. 
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‘I have been very fortunate with the 
opportunity given to me through the 
Learning with Leighton Contractors 
initiative. It has really helped me kick-
start my career in construction.’ 
(Ryan Alwi, Graduate Engineer, 
Leighton Contractors) 
 
 
 
 
Professional development  
With collaboration a significant theme of the programme, several places were offered by 
Leighton Contractors on their Frontline Management and Foundations of Safety Courses. 
QUT staff and students attending these three day course s benefitted from learning current 
industry practice to apply in their own workplace or studies. 
 
‘This brings me to the best part of the programme – The People. Of the eight people in the 
course, 4 of them were from an isolated work site which meant they were able to add so much 
real-world experience to the information we were covering. The stories and examples were 
incredible. The facilitator was equally impressive. Adrienne’s ability to work professionally 
with such a mixed group is credit to her abilities. All in all, I cannot praise the programme 
and company enough. It was a tremendous experience.’ 
(Jon James, Supervising Technician, Faculty of Built Environment and Engineering, 
Queensland University of Technology) 
 
 Educational resources  
Educational resources were developed throughout the entire programme. Monthly fact sheets 
featured up to three different construction activities taking place on site during that time. 
These documents were posted on the QUT project website and hard copies were accessible 
within the Leighton Contractors site office. 
 
Imagery has been produced for all construction phases. Regular progress photos, aerial 
photography and time-lapse (Figure 2) have all been utilised to capture the story of the 
project from the initial stages through to completion and eventual occupancy. Currently there 
are over 5,000 images depicting progress and detail of the project.  
 
The amount of time-lapse imagery taken has been extensive with permanent cameras fixed 
for extended periods of time as well as temporary cameras set up to capture specific 
construction works. Examples of these include the disassembly of a tower crane; concrete 
pours; post tensioning and stair installation. 
Figure 1 Ryan Alwi, Graduate Engineer 
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Figure 2 Time-lapse from two fixed locations 
Project drawings and programme documentation have been provided for use as an 
educational resource. These provide students with ‘real world’ material to use in case studies 
and assignments. A number of higher degree research students have been provided with 
resources for their research work relating to the Science and Engineering Centre. 
 
Site tours  
Monthly site tours were conducted by the Leighton Contractors Site Construction Manager. 
These tours were an ideal opportunity for QUT staff and students to connect with the project 
on site, gaining firsthand information. In Figure 3 QUT Construct students use the 
opportunity well to quiz the Site Construction Manager on one of the tours. 
 
‘The Learning with Leighton Contractors 
site tour provided a great experience and 
showed me how a construction site 
functions.’  
(Keisha Robinson, Interior Design Student) 
 
‘As a student it was really interesting to see 
a building under construction at a stage 
where I would see relevant parts to my 
studies.  
(Lucy Corones, Interior Design Student) 
 
Leighton Contractors support campus events and QUT Learning Potential Fund 
Events held on campus were an opportunity for 
Leighton Contractors staff to connect with 
university life. Participants of these events 
appreciated the time, expertise and enthusiasm of 
those staff. Examples of campus events include 
National Engineering Week; Science and 
Engineering Challenge; Learning Potential Fund 
fundraising. In Figure 4, Leighton Contractors site 
staff engage with high school students during 
National Engineering Week. This connection was 
well documented through internal staff newsletters, 
Leighton Contractors publications and external 
media outlets to generate enthusiasm and 
involvement from the entire project team. 
 
 
Figure 3 Site Tour - QUT Construct students 
Figure 4 National Engineering Week 
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EVALUATION 
 
Evaluation of the aim of the programme and criteria for successful implementation indicate 
the positive outcomes achieved. 
 
The fact that such a multifaceted programme has been implemented, as evidenced by the 
elements delivered and the penetration into many areas of the university, is a key 
performance indicator. Testimonials, feedback and recognition of the programme are 
evidence of the quality and acceptance. Some testimonials and feedback are included in this 
paper with many others given but not included. 
 
The criteria for successful implementation as identified were met. Acceptance, resource 
allocation and expedient decision making were all achieved with both partners working 
collaboratively to achieve the aims. 
 
Significant outcomes were achieved through the programme. The original 12 guest lectures 
were extended to 22 due to demand recognising the value of the lectures with many of the 
university academic staff providing positive feedback on the delivery and engagement. One 
of the interns from the programme was accepted for the Leighton Contractors Graduate 
Rotation Programme upon graduation. All other activities received positive reception and 
equally encouraging feedback. Leighton Contractors staff also indicated a personal benefit of 
engaging with students through the programme. The QUT Learning Potential Fund benefited 
from fundraising directed to it through the programme. The learning resources developed will 
provide valuable material for future student learning. 
Testimonials 
‘The role of industry partners such as Leighton Contractors is pivotal in ensuring that 
students have work place experiences that help them develop these professional and generic 
competencies.  
Greg’s presentations have been very well received and always receive positive feedback from 
students. The WIL Teaching Team also appreciates Greg’s valuable contribution from an 
industry perspective and hope that this collaboration will continue.’ 
(Dr Deborah Peach, Senior Lecturer, Director, Work Integrated Learning, Science and 
Engineering Faculty, Queensland University of Technology) 
 
‘Brent gave an extremely informative and insightful presentation concerning QUT’s 
approach to procuring the project being delivered by Leighton Contractors. 
In doing so, Brent was able to bring to life key theory and many of the topics that we had 
covered in class.’ 
(Dr Adrian Bridge, Senior Lecturer, Construction Economics, Civil Engineering and Built 
Environment School, Queensland University of Technology) 
 
‘The Learning with Leighton Contractors programme has delivered some positive outcomes 
for Leighton Contractors. Our staff have enjoyed being part of QUT events like National 
Engineering Week and the Science and Engineering Challenge. Our staff have also been able 
to share their knowledge and experience of the construction industry with QUT students 
through guest lectures and site tours. 
The programme has also allowed Leighton Contractors to gain exposure to QUT students as 
potential future employees. The Science and Engineering Centre project has engaged a 
number of QUT undergraduates over the course of the project - a win-win for both the 
student and Leighton Contractors.’ 
(Greg Muir, Operations Manager Building, Leighton Contractors Northern Construction) 
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Successes and challenges 
The programme has been very successful overall in providing the elements as designed in the 
initial phase. The wide range of activities and interactions required significant attention to 
ensure workable connection with academic staff in the specific units (subjects) and with 
students directly. Some of the testimonials and feedback have been included in this paper and 
indicate the quality and benefits of the programme. 
While elements such as lectures, site tours, internships, training and support of events have 
been of immediate benefit during the programme. Longer term benefit will be realised from 
the learning resources such as images, time-lapse, fact sheets and documents.  
 
A challenge throughout the programme and in future use of resources is the uptake by 
academic staff in using them as curriculum material for their units. More work is required on 
the university side to ensure the large amount of material is accessible and managed for 
appropriate use.  
 
The feedback from Jon James who attended the Foundations of Safety course and Sue Savage 
who has been connected with and supported the programme provide insight into its value and 
the legacy expected as a result. 
 
 ‘In light of our ongoing relationship with Leighton’s I believe we should capitalise upon 
these opportunities as much as possible. They could really change the way we look at 
challenging issues such as Workplace Health & Safety.’ 
(Jon James, Supervising Technician, Faculty of Built Environment and Engineering, 
Queensland University of Technology) 
 
‘QUT has been deeply immersed in (even obsessed with) the excitement of the construction of 
the new Science and Engineering Centre.  As it nears completion this seems like a good time 
to congratulate you both on the fabulous 'sideshow' which you have orchestrated for our 
students.  Hundreds of our students have benefited in a variety of ways from the your 
integration of the construction of the building with their studies.  In many instances the work 
that you have assisted academic staff to complete will be used as curriculum materials for 
some time to come.  A few very fortunate students have had the opportunity to work on the 
site as part of the work integrated learning curriculum.  All these interactions have made a 
positive contribution to the education of our engineering and urban development students in 
particular and, whilst it might seem like a straightforward and simple idea, we all know that 
arranging for the interaction between Leighton Contractors and our academic programme 
has never been as simple as it might sound. 
 
I would like to acknowledge and thank you both for making the boundaries between a 
building site and a university classroom a great deal more permeable.  I'm sure our students 
will remember their learnings through the LwLC programme for its real world relevance.  
You should be rightly proud of the important part you have played in the education of our 
students.’ 
(Professor Susan Savage FRAIA, Australian Learning and Teaching Council Discipline 
Scholar Architecture, Assistant Dean Teaching and Learning Faculty of Science and 
Engineering QUT, Chairperson Board of Architects of Queensland) 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This paper has presented a case study that describes how a partnership between the university 
and industry has realised the learning benefits of having a major construction project on 
campus. The methodology in implementing the programme from concept to delivery has 
Proceedings of the 2012 TEMC Conference, Adelaide, South Australia, Copyright © Gary Rasmussen; Sonya 
Dewing, 2012 
been explained and the components of the programme detailed. Positive feedback and 
analysis of outcomes has been presented. 
 
It has been identified that a structured and cooperative approach is essential in achieving 
significant learning opportunities for students and staff of the university and providing 
tangible benefits for the industry partner. While the desire to connect and recognition of the 
value of such interactions is widely accepted it is not part of business as usual for either 
organisation and requires a strong relationship and perseverance on both sides. The result of 
this programme has provided many positive learning experiences directly linked to the 
multifaceted project. It has also formed a very solid base for strong relationships that will 
continue after the formal programme has finished. 
 
In addition, it is proposed that these observations will benefit future interactions for QUT and 
Leighton Contractors and other educational institutions and industry. 
 
The Universities Australia (2008) position paper, A National Internship Scheme: Enhancing 
the skills and workreadiness of Australian university graduates indicates: ‘Integrating study 
and work experience in a systematic way is not new to university experience. The professions 
have long forged close links between the tertiary education process and the workplace, and 
other areas have followed suit. There is compelling evidence, however, of an even wider 
unmet need for generally trained, flexible graduates with relevant experience and enhanced 
work readiness. Recent progress in this direction has been impressive, but much more can be 
done.’ While the main intent of the position paper is toward internship programmes it is 
evident that linkage programmes that connect universities with industry providing learning 
opportunities are of significant merit. 
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